INTRODUCTION
IMER, the Institute for Missiological and Ecumenical Research, was initiated in 1979
1 . It was a diffi cult time for such initiatives. At that time the missionary movement of the 20th century in the Dutch Reformed Church (DRC) had already started to unravel. It was three years after the riots of 16 June 1976 in Soweto, after which the country has lived in a continual state of searching its own identity. More important, however, were the uncertainties that developed within the church itself.
IMER had to serve a dying movement. It has been suggested that IMER itself should close down. Is IMER the anachronistic remains of a previous phase or did it help to pave the way towards a new beginning -perhaps a new phase? Is there such a new phase?
The missionary movement of the 20th century in the DRC commenced when the Anglo-Boer War led to a unique awakening in the church -and her mission. According to Crafford (1982:144) , many souls were led to introspection and repentance by the chastening hand of God in the commandos and in the concentration-and prisoner of war camps. This led to a spiritual awakening that was conducive to the growth of missions.
The level of missionary activity increased continuously and reached its peak in the period between 1948 and 1976. Alongside apartheid, there was an idealism to Christianise and develop the country. The missionary movement was well organised and managed by the synods. In this article the term 'mission' refers to this movement with both its more attractive and less attractive attributes. David J. Bosch was both a product and a critic of this movement. He delivered the fi rst IMER lecture on 16 January 1990; on 17 January 1991, in a report to the University of Pretoria (UP), he commended IMER for its work. His personal library is now at the Bosch Reading Room of the Department of Religion and Missiology and IMER, at the University of Pretoria (UP).
Historical background
In 1648 a group of Dutch seamen were stranded on the north eastern shores of Table Bay for fi ve months. The local tribesmen cared for them and traded goods with them. The seamen left with pleasant memories. Two of them, Janssen and Proot, recommended to the East India Company that they should establish a halfway post there that would bring profi t to the Company but would also bring many souls to God and to the Christian Reformed Religion. The halfway post should not only bring temporary profi t to the Company but also had to honour God in leading many to salvation (Du Plessis 1911:20) .
This report led to the expedition of Jan van Riebeeck -later honoured as the founder of the Afrikaner nation -who landed there on 6 April 1652 to establish the halfway station. He shared the convictions of Janssen and Proot that the Christian faith had to be brought to the local people. These convictions were clearly formulated in the prayer with which the Council meetings were usually opened. On 9 April 1652 Van Riebeeck issued a declaration in which he warned his offi cials of the local population's tendency to steal. The offi cials were, however, still held responsible for maintaining good relationships. If an offi cial's tools were stolen, he was held responsible for the loss and the offi cial would receive 50 whip lashes for his negligence and forfeit his wine rations for eight days. When an offi cial hit or pushed one of the local population -with or without good reason -the offi cial would receive 50 lashes in the Politics was not the driving force at this stage. This would change only later. Trade was a motive; the motive to run a profitable business has recently again become more prominent in the South African culture. The motivation to bring souls to God and the Christian Reformed Religion was another motive. This motive has never disappeared. In the Uniting Reformed Church, the result of the DRC's mission work, there are about 37 formerly Black and 45 formerly Coloured congregations that were established before 1900.
The intention to maintain good relationships has not disappeared either. For example, according to the historian Hermann Giliomee (2004:408,409) , in the 1920s, none of the DRC leaders propagated that the practice of separate schools and congregations be extended into separate political institutions. The most authoritative voice in missions at the time, Professor Johannes du Plessis, used every opportunity to oppose discrimination based on the idea of national identity. Du Plessis supplied the framework for the idea that the DRC was in essence a missionary church with a broad social responsibility. This was before the rise of Afrikaner nationalism that led the DRC into political byways.
In 2003 Gideon van der Watt, then mission secretary of the General Synod, explained the phases through which the DRC mission has moved in the last half of the 20th century.
The growth and idealism of the fifties and sixties
This phase was marked by self-confidence, optimism and activism. Mission was seen as part of the Afrikaner's calling in Africa. It ran parallel to the apartheid politics and separate development, although the policy was also questioned ( Van der Watt 2003:214) . Between 1948 and 1976 about 265 (then Black) new congregations of the DRC of Africa were established along with 121 (then Coloured) congregations of the DR Mission Church (in the nineties these two churches united to form the Uniting Reformed Church).
Opposition against the mission policy and attempts at joint mission in the seventies and eighties
In this period missionary work was impacted directly by the political resistance against apartheid and white domination. The church started to reconsider her mission policies, defended herself against criticism and made efforts to adapt. Joint missions were started with members of the Black and Coloured churches. The number of DRC mission staff decreased from 1078 in 1973 to 551 in 1977. The emphasis also shifted to overseas missions ( Van der Watt 2003:222) . Other structures that formed part of this movement, such as the four Stofberg schools for training Black ministers, started closing down one by one.
It was in this hectic period that IMER was established at the Faculty of Theology. Soon afterwards, the (White) final year theological students no longer needed to indicate whether they were available for 'mission' -there would soon be none of the structures of the missionary movement of the 20th century left for them to be available for.
This was a time of intense political tension in the country. What the implication of all of this was for IMER is an interesting question. IMER's role amidst all these activities was to maintain the church's focus on her calling, which was a continuation of Du Plessis's view of the DRC being a mission church with a broad social responsibility. With this as background we will now turn to the history of IMER itself. We will end with the question whether another new phase lies ahead or not. Cronje (1990:19) stated that, with this report, IMER had given South Africa its 'first scientific overview of the state of religion in the country'. The reports showed that approximately 25% of the SA population were not Christians and that the black independent churches were 'growing at an amazing rate.' In the years after this Kritzinger continued to study the national trends in statistics on religion.
The beginning
The project led to a Mission Congress that was held in July 1988 at UP. This letter contains, perhaps, for the time being, the last reference to the 'great mission work of the DRC' as something that exists in the present and not in the past.
INSECURITIES HIT IMER
The award of the Chancellors Medal to Cronje was a high point in the history of IMER. But, at the same time, it marked the end of the good times. The award referred to the past and not to the future. The insecurities of the nineties now started to dominate the situation. By 1995 IMER had only an uncertain future. Outside the university the missionary movement of the 20th century was declining and the structures at the university would be negatively impacted by this decline. 
PUBLICATIONS AND DATABASE
Missions are never (or should never be) executed without thorough reflection. Research must always be a basic element of any missionary work. This was the reason why the DRC established IMER in the first place -to stimulate and co-ordinate research. This resulted in the establishment of a database and numerous publications.
From the beginning one of IMER's tasks was to collect and preserve material on missionary work that did not qualify for the church archives (Crafford 1982:485) . In 1989 the church Archivist, Dr G.C. Kotzé requested IMER to assist with the indexation of minutes and church periodicals such as Die Kerkbode and Die Voorligter. At this stage IMER had already been working for five years on its own data bank -in which about 7 000 data record cards had already been indexed. It was decided to co-operate with the church's archive to computerise the data bank.
IMER's most important output was publications. When IMER had to publish some of its studies, a brother of Cronje made a donation that led to the establishment of the Cronje Publication Fund. This fund played an indispensable role to publish studies that could not be published readily elsewhere, but were important enough to print in small quantities. IMER could produce them quickly and at low cost. The fund was managed as a revolving fund -it made a minimum profit but income from sales was returned to the fund. The fund grew when IMER purchased books from other publishers that did not sell well and resold them at a cheaper price to students. The fund was managed according to business principles -an approach that became increasingly important afterwards.
IMER used three methods to produce publications: An IMER publication published by an established publisher, IMER's own publications, and a few that appeared as publications from Stellenbosch Theological Studies. 
NEW ROADS?
Van der Watt described the nineties in terms such as: A diversity of approaches, the initiative shifted to the congregations, world mission, and uncertainty. Is it possible to start identifying the next phase in mission? This question is extremely important for the future of IMER and for the DRC mission in the century that lies ahead.
In No Quick Fixes (2002), Kritzinger (pp. 199-2006) identifies five dimensions within the SA context: The religious, political, economical, social and ecological dimensions. In this book, IMER is grappling with the 21st century. The difficult task to study our context as a church and understand our calling has started.
Four factors that may, in combination, prove to be relevant to IMER's future will be discussed below: Developments at the university, at the congregations, at the general synods and at the Nova Institute with which IMER co-operates. The golden thread through all of these is the development of resources for integrating the social role of the church in her witness to the world -which is also referred to as 'mission and service' or the ministry to the community.
Developments at the university
At a strategic planning meeting of UP at Loskopdam in 1988, it was mentioned that the largest contributor to the university's funding was the government, that its role was decreasing and that planning had to be done accordingly. A document from this meeting advised that UP 'investments must be dealt with on business principles ' ('BYLAE F 9-11 FEBRUARIE 1988', p. 7) .
In the years to follow, the term business principles became increasingly more important to the university. Here Jansenn and Proot's profit motive appears again. The government has remained the main source of income for the university and the university has to abide by the policies of government. But, while political pressure is seen as a hurdle to growth, the university is thinking more and more in terms of business principles, as this could lead to growth through innovative action.
The term innovation has become a theme at UP: Innovation is described as a new idea and acceptance by the market. While academic theses and articles are texts that must be approved by two other academics and where research leads to publications, innovation means to develop suitable solutions (technology, procedures, techniques, methods) to concrete problems, solutions that are approved by the users or consumers -the market. This also requires scientific approaches and methods, with this difference: The end result is not a publication but a tested design that can be implemented in practice.
Innovation is related to the concept of entrepreneurship, which has become important in all professions. Innovation has become equally important to IMER, to mission itself and even to congregational ministry itself.
Developments at the congregations
Kerkspieël 2004 (Schoeman & Bischoff 2004) , a survey of trends in the DRC, found: 'Slightly less than half of the congregations are dying or are fighting for survival...congregations in the countryside and those with less than 600 members are fighting for survival' (Schoeman & Bischoff 2004:n.p.) .
But financial hardship is not the only problem. Congregations seemingly do not understand their calling to mission and to the world. All their energies are taken up by the battle for survival and to maintain themselves, while, ironically, innovation and reaching out to the world may be their only chance to survive: 'A unique pattern of service, wider than the usual duties of the minister, ought to be developed for these congregation ' (ibid. 2004:42,43 ).
The recommendations of Kerkspieël 2004 reflect the same way of thinking that led to the changes happening at the university. Innovative approaches are required for new circumstances. Local congregations can flourish again by developing opportunities for caring for vulnerable children, assisting the unemployed to maintain their families, and in caring for terminal patients. This leads to the natural combination of word and deed in the church's witness to the world.
However, those congregations that are fighting for their survival require resources such as knowledge and skills, funding and support networks to enable them to provide those services. These resources can usually not be developed by a congregation, it is the task of the general synod.
Developments at general synods
In 1998 the General Synod of the DRC appointed the socalled VAM Commission (the Commission for Reconciliation, Poverty and Morality) to formulate guidelines for the church's vast responsibility to co-operate with other churches in giving attention to the following urgent matters: promoting reconciliation and combating poverty and the decline of moral standards in South Africa (Handelinge 1998:402 In the early 21st century, small signs of hope have emerged throughout the DRC as a new awareness of its calling in the country rises along with new initiatives in unifying the church and in combating poverty.
In 2002 the General Synod of 2002 issued a Declaration in which she recommitted herself to her calling, to the Lord who established our church here 350 years ago, and to our continent, especially to Southern Africa, and to greater unity with other churches. The Synod called on congregations to contribute to the healing of our land. The Declaration ends with: 'We have a God. We are here. We are his church.' This Declaration reveals the transition from the previous century, in which the church talked the language of power, that ended in uncertainty, to the rediscovery of a deeper commitment and awareness of our calling. With this, the DRC wants to find her place and role amongst other churches and in the country. It picks up the trail of Jansenn and Proot's report in 1650, and Du Plessis's view in the 1920's of the DRC as a mission church with a broad social responsibility, where politics is no longer a driving force.
However, the church lacks the resources (knowledge, funding and networks) to attend to this meaningfully. The general synods of four members of the DRC family were appointed to form a joint commission. The task of this commission was to develop a program for assisting local congregations to attend to poverty, economic imbalances, HIV/AIDS and peace and justice. Van Niekerk was a member of this commission and the project leader responsible for its strategic development. IMER was tasked to develop the resources for the program, but IMER itself first has to develop the capacity to do so.
After Kritzinger's retirement in 2002, Van Niekerk became the director of IMER. The subsidy received from the General Synod was IMER's only fixed income, and it was not enough to even pay for the salary of a secretary. It was later phased out altogether.
No fixed annual funding is available anymore for any research or salaries. What remains is the church's calling to mission and the search for structures in which it can be manifested. These structures will have to follow the new approach at the university, described by terms such as business principles, innovation and entrepreneurship. With this approach IMER can obtain funding from the general synod, and from other sources outside the church, for specific research projects. IMER is not limited by a fixed income anymore but can grow by developing new opportunities. This is quite possible. It is also possible however, that the plans may not work out and that IMER dies. IMER is, in other words, in the same situation as the church's mission and many congregations: a new economic basis must be found that fits in with the DRC's calling in this hour and context.
IMER is becoming an opportunity rather than a stable organisation. IMER writes project proposals for income and cannot depend on fixed subsidies. The loss in security is rewarded by the increase in opportunity and adaptability. In this, IMER's position between church and university is strategically important as it presents opportunities to network and promote synergy between role players.
The main question is, however, how the DRC, the DRC family and other churches in South Africa will understand their calling in this hour and whether IMER has a role to play in this. The role of mission remains to bring people to faith in Jesus Christ and to understand the implications of this faith for the whole of life. As the context changes, suitable ways and structures must develop to remain faithful to this calling. This remains our unfinished task.
New networks
On 9 October 1992 IMER's management decided in principle to co-operate with the newly established Nova Institute, as and when opportunities presented themselves. At that stage Van Niekerk was still a professor in Practical Theology at the Stofberg Theological School at the University of the North, but this institution was closing down and he was busy with the establishment of a not-for-profit organisation, the Nova Institute. Nova's purpose is to fight poverty through research and development, i.e., to develop workable solutions for concrete problems. This fits in with the university's later emphasis on innovation. Later on, Nova's approach was described by terms such as participative action research and practice research.
Nova had to generate its income through projects done on contract, primarily for industry and government departments. 
THE ROAD AHEAD?
Various indicators may help IMER to find a way into the future:
Global
It often seems as if the 21st century is going to be an apocalyptic one, with its global ecological disasters and pandemics such as HIV/AIDS causing massive numbers of deaths, and the threat of scarcity of food and water. More and more churches are taking hands with other institutions to respond to these problems. New opportunities are presented to IMER and local missions, for example IMER's association with ICCO/Kerk in Actie of the Protestant Church of the Netherlands via Nova. A new movement, to sustain the ecology, may perhaps prove to be the next wave that takes the church's mission forward.
Africa
According to Tony Blair's Report on Africa (2005:33) , politics has lost the ability to mobilise the people of Africa to improve their lives, and religions -including the Christian church -have taken over this role. If this is true, it holds numerous implications for the church in Africa that have to be considered.
National
The DRC is in the process of formulating her role in the 21st century. IMER's task in this process -on which it is already hard at work -is to develop resources for local congregations to combine evangelism with combating poverty and suffering. It is already clear that the end of apartheid is not the end of poverty, as the rich are still getting richer and the poor, poorer (Pauw et al. 2007) . At the beginning of this century the number of people that are HIV positive is more than the number of all people in the country a century ago -it could possibly even be twice as many. We do not yet understand the implications of this, because we have never experienced a pandemic of the extent and nature of this one before. If our previous experience is no longer sufficient to supply answers for today, then new knowledge is crucial to the life of the church and the country. New research methods, such as practice research, are needed to be able to understand and deal with new problems, driven by a new sense of our calling as witnesses of the hope that is in Christ Jesus.
University
IMER is formally established at UP and fits in well with the new developments at the university. Although no financial resources are provided by the university, numerous opportunities are obtained through our association with them.
Congregations
IMER sees the expansion of the ministry from maintaining the congregation to serving the local community as the obvious answer to the recommendations of Kerkspieël 2004, that new patterns of ministry are needed. Should this happen, then mission in the 21st century will not be done only by missionaries, but also by local churches in their local communities, in a more holistic way than before.
Missiology
Missiology teaches us that mission should respond to the whole person and all his/her needs. A holistic ministry involves kerygma (proclaiming the gospel), koinonia (christian relations with people) and diakonia (caring for people's daily needs), all three coming from and leading back to the liturgy or church
